Associated expression of HLA class I and class II antigens on melanoma cells in surgically removed metastases.
Malignant transformation of melanocytes and further neoplastic progression may be associated with qualitative and/or quantitative changes in expression of HLA class I and class II antigens. Since previous immunohistochemical studies of surgically removed melanoma lesions have suggested a relationship in the expression of HLA class I and class II antigens, we have investigated the expression of these antigens at the single cell level. Double immunofluorescence staining of frozen sections of melanoma metastases and immunoelectron microscopic double labelling of melanoma cell suspensions prepared from three of these lesions has detected three HLA phenotypes on the large majority of melanoma cells: either both HLA class I and class II antigens, neither HLA antigen or only HLA class I antigens. In four out of the 11 lesions a few melanoma cells were found to express HLA class II antigens and to lack HLA class I antigens. A relationship was also found in the level of expression of HLA class I and class II antigens, as estimated by the intensity of staining with monoclonal antibodies. The level of expression of HLA class II antigens appeared to be similar to or lower than that of HLA class I antigens on the large majority of melanoma cells. This coordinated heterogeneity in the expression of HLA class I and class II antigens by melanoma cells may have implications in the interactions of tumour cells with the host's immune system.